
Defining, non-defining and
reduced relative clauses



1) Defining relative clauses:

⚫ Defining relative clauses tell you which person, 
thing, etc. the writer or speaker is talking 
about: 

- The granddaughter, Alba Trueba, finds some 
diaries that her grandmother Clara wrote 50 
years earlier. 



⚫ In defining relative clauses we use: 

⚫ who (or that) for people:

- People who/that die early in the story often

return as ghosts. 

⚫ that (or which) for things: 

- ‘One Hundred Years of Solitude’ is the novel

that/which made magical realism popular

around the world. 



⚫ whose for possessives: 

- It tells the story of three generations of women 

whose lives are changed by their country’s

politics. 

- These are the scientists whose projects gained 

worldwide fame. 



⚫ where for places: 

- This is a place where supernatural happenings

are part of everyday life. 

- That’s the restaurant where I go quite often.



⚫ when for times: 

- The story takes place at a time when political

groups are battling for control of the country. 

- Wars are periods when two or more countries 

or opposing groups fight with each other with a

large number of soldiers and weapons.

We don’t use commas with defining 

relative clauses. 



⚫ We can’t use what in defining relative clauses:

- Did you get the letter what I sent?

However, we can use what to mean ‘the 
thing/things that’ :

- Can you tell me what he said?



Leaving out WHO, THAT, WHICH, ETC.

⚫ We can leave out who, that or which when these 
words aren’t the subject of the defining relative 
clause.

⚫ Compare the defining relative clauses in these 
sentences:



- It’s the novel that made magical realism 

popular around the world. 

(In the sentence above we must use that

because it’s the subject of the relative clause). 

- She finds some diaries (that) her grandmother 

Clara wrote 50 years earlier. 

(In this sentence we can leave out that because 

it’s the object of the relative clause).



⚫ We can usually leave out where in defining 
relative clauses if we add a preposition at the end 
of the relative clause. 

- That’s the house where I was born.

=

- That’s the house which I was born in.

=

- That’s the house I was born in.



⚫ We never leave out whose in defining 
relative clauses.

- She’s the writer whose book gained 
worldwide acclaim. 

⚫ We can only leave out when if the time 
reference is clear: 

- Tomorrow is the day (when) I get my 
exam 

results.



2) Non-defining relative clauses:

⚫ Non-defining relative clauses add extra non-
essential information to the sentence: 

- It tells the story of seven generations of the

Buendia family, who live in an isolated South 

American village called Macondo. 

⚫ We don’t use that in non-defining relative clauses.

⚫ We can’t leave out who, which, whose, etc. in non-
defining relative clauses. 

⚫ We must use commas with non-defining relative 
clauses. 



⚫ In non-defining relative clauses we also use 
whose for possessives, where for places and 
when for time.

⚫ Non-defining relative clauses are more common 
in written English than spoken English, 
particularly in stories and more formal types of 
writing.



3) Reduced relative clauses:

⚫ When a defining relative clause contains a 
continuous or passive verb form, we can often 
leave out who, that, or which and the auxiliary. 
These reduced relative clauses are very common 
in spoken English. 

⚫ Look at the underlined reduced relative clauses in 
these sentences. Notice which words can be left 
out:



⚫ … everyone (who is) living in the village suffers 
from both insomnia and amnesia. 

(is living= Pres. Cont.)

⚫ … the first novel (that was) written by the 
Chilean author Isabel Allende. 

(was written= Past Simple Passive)


